THE   GREAT  FIRE  OF   LONDON
tower of St. Magnus announced to early morning passengers
on London Bridge that a fire was out of hand.
A major fire in a town of narrow streets and timbered houses
was a danger beyond modern conception. Buckets and cum-
brous hand-squirts, the only means of applying water, were
far less effective than the long fire-hooks still occasionally to be
seen in country churches. Attached to the ends of ropes or
poles, they were lodged in the roof trees and hauled upon until
the wooden framework of the house collapsed and the flames
could be beaten out or smothered. Had this been done at
once, all would have been well, but the Lord Mayor hesitated.
The cost might be great, he had not the consent of the owners,
and he feared claims for payment for the houses destroyed. No
prophet to foresee that an ordinary fire in a by-lane would
spread till whole streets had been consumed, he hesitated until
too late, and the damage was done. Pepys, who had taken
boat to watch the show, found a lamentable confusion, 'every-
body endeavouring to remove their goods . .. poor people
staying in their houses . . , till the very fire touched them . . .
and nobody, to my sight, endeavouring to quench it'. He
watched for an hour, also making no attempt to quench it,
while the flames drove fiercely westwards before the wind.
Then he went on, up river, to Whitehall, where his story
reached the King. Summoned, he gave the obvious advice that
only by demolition could the flames be stayed. The King,
much troubled, sent him in haste to command the Lord
Mayor to 'spare no houses, but to pull down before the fire
every way', the Duke of York promising to send all the soldiers
required to help. The Lord Mayor, when found, was tired and
distraught. He was already causing houses to be pulled down,
but a hot, dry summer had turned the timbers into tinde^
and he could not rally enough men to clear lanes sufficient to
stop the driven sparks. In the afternoon, the King and the
Duke of York, coming down by barge to the city, could do
no more. The river was full of boats piled high with goods,
the streets with carts struggling heavy laden towards safety.
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